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The relationship between attendance in a voluntary
study group and persistence in college was studied at Tacoma
Community College.

A group of students entering with

reading skills at the junior high school level was given the
opportunity to participate in a study group focusing on
study skill techniques and class content.

At the end of

eight months, the students who were involved with the study
group had a higher level of persistence than students who
did not choose to participate.

While the number of persons

in the study was small, it is consistent with earlier
studies showing academic and social integration into postsecondary school settings can enhance a students persistence
and college success.
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CHAPTER 1
OVERVIEW
Introduction
Two significant problems face higher education as
American society enters the twenty-first century.

The first

problem is the large number of under prepared students who
are entering colleges needing to learn the skills necessary
to complete a traditional college curriculum.

The second

problem is the importance of retaining these students
through a skill building process, into their college level,
academic programs.

In order to improve their institutions,

college administrators need to look at educational systems
from the perspective of under prepared persons, and be ready
to meet the needs of those students as they enter postsecondary settings.

While a decreasing number of entering

freshman are graduating high school seniors, there is an
increasing population of students who are adults needing
academic preparation and continuing education (Hodgkinson,
1985).
Beginning in 1992, it is anticipated that almost half
of entering college students will be over 25, and 20 percent
will be over 35 years of age (Hodgkinson, 1985).

In addi-

tion to being older, often these students will be more
economically disadvantaged, more ethnically diverse, and
more likely to have learning handicaps than the traditional
1
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entering freshman. Because this country is developing a
white collar and "clean hands" work force, post-secondary
education today has increased in importance compared to
previous generations.

While only 28 percent of the American

population attended schooling beyond high school in 1947, it
is expected that nearly 50 per cent of youth today attend
some form of higher education.

Yet there is little data or

evidence to suggest that these students are any better
prepared to face the rigor of academic learning or
professional training than their parents.
The National Center for Educational Statistics shows
that nearly 27 percent of high school students currently
drop out of school before graduation.

Most are particularly

under prepared in reading and mathematics.

These students

often fail to develop positive attitudes, self concepts,
study skills or life goals.

Most of these students are not

aware of their level of cognitive abilities in relation to
the academic standards required for college and do not have
realistic expectations of what college may offer them. This
type of student frequently indicates that they plan to
attend post-secondary education in order to "improve my
reading and study skills" (Carney

&

Gels, 1981).

Studies conducted in New Jersey's higher education
system between 1983 and 1985 provide evidence that students
are frequently under prepared to enter post-secondary
education. These studies documented that 31 per cent of the
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students coming into the community college system in New
Jersey were deficient in the area of verbal skills (New
Jersey State Department of Higher Education, 1986).

Sixty

per cent of the students were also deficient in basic mathematic skills.

The Department of Education in New Jersey

has made a strong commitment to these students, and
officials have argued that it is necessary to justify
remedial and developmental levels of education in postsecondary settings.

New Jersey's higher education system is

committed to eventually prepare these students for
traditional college programs.
Statement of the Problem
A report from the Washington State Board for Community
College Education (1987) documented that nearly 13 per cent
of the students in all Washington community colleges were in
basic programs to address below high school level skill
needs.

This was the equivalent of 11,484 full time

students.

Within this group of students, the greatest area

of need was in the area of language (reading, writing and
study skills), followed by mathematics.

Classes in reading

and study skills, writing and mathematics addressed the
needs of 11,142 persons.

The balance of 342 students were

served primarily in English as a Second Language programs.
At Tacoma Community College (TCC), all students who
plan to take English, mathematics, or attend more than half
time (6 quarter hours) are required to complete an intake
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evaluation for placement.

The decision to require

assessment is based on concern about the low retention rates
of students who had entered the college during the previous
decade.

The distribution of skill levels during assessment

has been very similar to those described in the New Jersey
study.

For several years, TCC has had a student body where

approximately 30 per cent of the students are below college
level in English and reading.

Very close to 60 per cent of

the students are below college level in mathematics, and
many are advised not to take a mathematics course until they
have improved their reading skills.

As there seems to be

no decrease in the need for developmental level courses in
this or other post-secondary settings, it is important to
understand the problems that relate to persistence and
academic performance for these students.

Without addressing

problems, colleges can not be expected to meet the diverse
needs these students have.

A commitment to provide the

necessary academic course work to prepare the students for
college level courses requires a similar effort to provide
support services including specialized advising, tutoring
and counseling which address self concept needs. It takes
considerable effort not to mask the variety within this
group of students, to recognize their individual needs,
and to acknowledge their courage as they face an educational
setting again.
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Because of their convenient locations, the availability
of tuition waiver programs and an open door policy, the
community colleges in Washington are often the point of
entry for under prepared persons seeking to improve their
skill levels.

With the relative ease of entrance, many

students appear to be lulled into the belief that the
academic studies will be easy also.

In contrast, the

academic challenges are only a small part of the difficulty
the student may find in academia.

Many students are now

single parents who live in poverty, and few have a strong
support system consisting of friends, family or other
persons who might assist them emotionally during this school
experience.

These potential students frequently are

isolated and unfamiliar with how to succeed in an educational setting.

To teach this group of adults requires

instructors who can maintain academic standards, provide
academic and personal sensitivity to facilitate retention,
and develop the skills needed so students can progress into
four year institutions.
Purpose of the Study
This study will address whether a group of under
prepared students who participate in an interactive reading
study group will have a higher level of school persistence
when compared to students who study alone.

The targeted

group of students will have the opportunity to participate
voluntarily in a study group.

The group focus is structured
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to include study skill techniques, a review of course
content, test taking techniques, and peer support
activities.
The intent of this study is to look closely at the
impact of the study group strategy on the students and
evaluate whether this may have a positive influence on
persistence.

Academic success, as measured by grade point

average, can be enhanced when members of a supportive study
group recognize how other individuals problem solve or gain
insight to assignments (Kletzien

&

Bednar, 1988).

While the

hope is to establish independent learners, the learning and
sharing model also builds self confidence, self esteem, and
improved learning techniques.
Hodgkinson (1985) states that the college drop-out who
is not a flunk-out tends to have as good a grade average as
those who persist.

A comparison of these two groups in the

cohort at TCC may provide additional information about
students in this setting, and may generate other important
questions that can be explored either in this college or
others.
Hypothesis
Under prepared community college students who choose to
attend a voluntary study group will have a higher persistence rate than those students who do not attend any study
groups.

7

Scope and Limitations
The students to be studied entered TCC in the winter of
1991.

These students completed an initial assessment

required by the college as a placement tool, and were
advised into a reading course level closest to their current
skills (a Reading 70 class, serving students with reading
skills at about the junior high level).

The study group

option was available for Reading 70 classes taught by two
instructors at different morning hours.

One of the Reading

70 classes was linked to an English 70 class (English skills
at about junior high level), and the two instructors team
taught English and reading using a whole language philosophy.

On the tenth day of class during fall quarter, 1991,

the persistence rate of all Reading 70 students from winter,
1991, was to be collected and compared.
Several variables could influence the outcome of this
study. The most important variable is the number of persons
in the cohort being studied.

Although two classes were

identified, the maximum number of students who could participate was 40.

Differences in ages, ethnicity, learning

styles et cetera could yield comparison and treatment groups
with significantly different populations.
With two different classes and different instructors,
there was the potential for entirely different teaching
styles.

In fact, because one reading class was linked to an

English class and to be taught in a whole language
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philosophy, the different teaching methods would certainly
be a confounding variable.

Both classes were to work from

the same text material, and they both had the same goal.
While the assumption was made that these would be first
quarter students, another variable to be considered was the
possibility that some students might be advancing into this
reading level from adult basic education classes offered at
TCC.

That group would have developed a support network of

friends, and would be familiar with the college community.
The students could have very diverse backgrounds educationally, and they could be ethnically different.

It

was probable that there would be differences in their
ability to understand the material presented, and they would
have different background knowledge to bring to the classes.
This would occur even though the students had been assessed
at the same level of reading, used the same text, and were
presented with the same information in each class.
Students were going to be enrolled in other classes
along with Reading 70.

There were no controls over how many

classes or the kind of classes students were taking.

The

advising provided to students when they registered placed
them in courses that were within their reading skill
abilities, but their schedules were all different.
Because the treatment was to be voluntary participation
in study groups, significant differences in the level of motivation were possible between those who attended the study
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groups and those who did not. It

would also make a

difference if the study groups were not available to some
students due to their class schedule.
To some extent, motivation influenced whether the
students attended their classes on a regular basis.

In

Reading 70 classrooms, many group activities take place and
many in class assignments are made.

Because non-attendance

affects a student's learning and grade earned, this would
have to be considered as a potential variable.
Outside of the classroom there are many personal issues
and problems that affect community college students, and it
would be impossible to control these variables.
Definition of Terms
Collaborative/cooperative learning:

Relatively small

circles of individuals working together in a
caring manner to foster dialogue, mutual concern,
and self understanding (Radebaugh & Kazemek,
1989) •

Interactive: An active sharing and exchanging of ideas.
This technique provides peer support in the form of
encouraging and helping one another with class
material, and problem solving ideas for personal
questions or situations.
Metacognition:

Understanding one's own learning

through an awareness of thinking processes, problem
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solving techniques and levels of understanding.

This

is considered to be a skill that develops late, but is
related to becoming an effective, active and planful
learner.
Persistence:
at TCC.

Individuals who continue to enroll in classes
Many adult students leave specific schools

to continue their programs at other post-secondary
settings. For this study, they would not be included as
a student who has met the criteria of persistence.
Stopping-out:

Leaving school for a period of one or more

quarters then re-enrolling.

Those students

who did

not attend one quarter, but returned to school a
subsequent quarter at TCC.
Under prepared/high risk students:

Students who are not

prepared to do college level work.

Often students who

were "passed on" but did not have the necessary skills
to complete high school, high school drop outs, or
students with skills below high school level.
Whole language philosophy: A teaching/learning concept
that focuses on integrating learning by teaching
skills and content at the same time.

As a compre-

hensive learning technique it may combine math, English
and reading in the same task in order to demonstrate
the inter-relatedness of skill development.
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Organization of the Remainder of the Project
In Chapter 2 this paper will review the literature on
persistence studies in post-secondary education.

It will

also discuss information about study groups, and the
influence of peer support in earlier research.

Relevant

information about work done at the University of
California/Berkeley and at the University of Missouri/Kansas
city will be included because of their influence on current
trends at community colleges in Washington.

Chapter 3

addresses the design and methods used in this study
including information about the subjects, instructional
methods, the voluntary study group that was available to
students.
Chapter 4.

Data analysis will be briefly discussed in
More extensive examination of the data and

results will be found in Chapter 5 as will the summary,
conclusions, and recommendations.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Beginning with Tinto's a synthesis of research which
was published in 1975, this chapter will focus on a review
of literature related to persistence in post-secondary
settings with adult students.

Tinto•s work continues to

have a great deal of influence on current research.

A

number of services and programs that are now available in
college settings are directly related to his earlier
research of persistence factors.
Tinto's model explains the process of staying in school
as the result of the interaction of an individual and the
institution he or she attends.

By looking at the differ-

ences between students who drop out, and those who persist,
Tinto proposed what has been called both a systems model and
an academic-social integration model.
By viewing college as a social system with it's own
value and social structure, intentional policy decisions can
be made to increase a student's opportunities to experience
both academic and social support systems.

Two specific

programs that have emphasized these components will be
included in this review.
Persistence Studies
From a historical perspective, two year colleges have
always had concerns about persistence when it is defined as
12
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holding students through completion of their two year
program.

Beyond the fact that students who begin college in

two year institutions are less likely to persist in higher
education, or to obtain bachelor's degrees, little is known
about what influences the persistence/withdrawal behavior of
this group (Pascarella, Smart, & Ethington, 1986).

Pedrini

and Pedrini (1973) found that low grade point average (GPA)
was the reason given by 45 percent of the students they
studied for dropping out of school.

Culturally diverse

students whose GPA's fell below 2.0 were less likely to
withdraw from college compared to other students in the
study.

Their research did not explore why that was true.
Cope and Hannah (1975) studied post-secondary students

and found that only 50 percent of the students in their
study remained in college after completing their first year.
Only half of that remaining group actually completed a two
year degree.

Although it was not unusual for students who

attended two year colleges to "stop out" for several terms,
the best predictor of retention remained the first term GPA
(Carney

&

Gels, 1981).

Reading proficiency is related to college grades, but
teaching students to read better appears neither to affect
their achievement nor persistence rates.

Having a reason

to attend college, such as degree expectations or a life
plan, is the second most critical factor that appears to
keep students in school (Heermann, 1981).
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The Academic and Social Integration Model
Studies involving four year university students by
Tinto (1975) began to focus research on persistence around
two variables: academic and social integration.

Academic

integration is related to the students level of intellectual
and academic development.

Social integration is primarily a

function of the extent and quality of peer-group interactions including the level or number of contacts with
faculty.

Tinto's social and academic integration model

studied student factors such as background characteristics,
initial commitment levels, academic and social integration
levels, subsequent commitment levels, and persistance or
withdrawal decisions.

By studying these factors and their

affect an individual's commitment to obtaining a college
degree, the selection of a school, and the level of
commitment to interact with the features of the school,
Tinto learned that the higher the level of student
integration into the college system, the greater the
commitment to the school and the goal of college completion.
He suggested that while students may leave school
voluntarily, it was more likely to occur from a series of
events that changed a person's goals, commitments and the
nature of the academic experience in a college setting.
Since publication of Tinto's model in 1975, many
researchers have attempted to either replicate the study or
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modify it by looking at other kinds of institutions, two
year schools for instance, and longer time periods.

Each

study has given support to the academic-social integration
theory.

In non-residential university settings, Terenzini,

Pascarella, Theophilides, and Lorang (1985) studied the
extent and quality of students interactions with faculty.
Their study showed that while academic integration increased
with goal commitment, social integraton was much more
influential and it increased when the institution made an
effort to provide support systems for students.
Tinto's (1975) study suggested that males who drop out
of college are different than females.

It was more likely

that a female would voluntarily withdraw, but males would
persist even when their GPA's placed them on academic
deficiency.

The reason suggested for men to remain includes

the fact college is more critical to their professional
placement and success.
Some gender differences in comparisons of academic and
social integration were found in a study by Pascarella,
Smart and Ethington (1986).

In some situations, social

integration might have a direct, but negative affect on
persistence for men.

This was especially true when the

social aspects of attending college were not related to
academic standards and did not place emphasis on being a
student.

Institutional commitment that focuses on integra-

tion for males in the form of personally encouraging

!
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relationships with either faculty, staff or administrative
personnel in the school environment were very effective.
The same study found that women were more influenced by
social integration when opportunities were given for them
to demonstrate leadership roles in school activities or
organizations.

This suggests that a reliable relationship

exists between academic integration and goal commitment.
High levels of academic integration might compensate for low
levels of social integration, and visa versa provided the
emphasis supports academic goals.
Pascarella, Smart and Ethington (1986) were particularly critical of the short time periods used in early
studies reviewed by Tinto when he developed his model.

They

stated that by confining retention studies to only two years
within the same academic setting, students who withdrew from
college programs were considered to have departed when they
may not have been withdrawing from post-secondary education
at all.

Some students may have left the system permanently,

other students may have choosen to attend other institutions, and some might have "stopped out" for one or more
quarters until they could return.

In a nine year longitu-

dinal, multiple-institution study of a student population,
they followed the same group of students in an effort to
address those issues.

The Pascarella, Smart and Ethington

study ultimately continued to support Tinto's academicsocial integration model.

Students who persisted had high
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levels of academic or social integration in their education
settings.
These studies suggest that the individual's experiences
within the college after entry (integration into academic
and social systems) are more important to persistence than
prior factors like the student's family background, high
school experiences, or initial college plans developed
before admission.

It also supports the belief that colleges

can make intentional decisions about the environment can
influence college persistence.

The decisions which empha-

size ways to integrate the individual with the intellectual
and social life of the school, and into the communities at
the school, are likely to have retention value.

Such

factors may include frequent contacts between the faculty,
staff and students in the school setting, opportunities to
participate in campus organizations or the development of
academic and/or social support systems.
systems might increase persistence then?

What support
What works?

Heermann (1981) suggested that while under prepared
students may be bright enough to succeed in post-secondary
settings, persistence in school is as much an integratedinteractive process as an academic one.

His study shows

that reading well would predict success "moderately," but
the most critical persistence factor was the first quarter
GPA. Is there a way to improve the first quarter GPA and
influence persistence?

While his experimental group often
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did better over five semesters of attendance, all students
who remained in school seemed to improve their grades with
practice and academic experience.

Heermann suggests that

simultaneous enrollment in English and reading may contribute to higher retention.

Effective treatment includes

teaching students how to read, but his studies of reading
programs were inconclusive.

In 1982, he concluded that

teaching students to read, to achieve, and to remain in
college are three separate and distinct tasks although they
share a common ground.

He encourages adding content to all

classes to teach students how to take notes, follow
lectures, incorporate lecture and reading material, and take
tests.
Study Groups
Using a different approach to measure persistence in
school, the staff at the University of Missouri developed an
approach that focused on high risk classes rather than high
risk students (Blanc, DeBuhr & Martin, 1983).

By looking

for classes at the University that had a lecture format and
at least 30 percent of the students withdrawing, receiving
incompletes or below "C" grades, a program called
Supplemental Instruction (SI) was started with U.S.
Department of Education support.

By providing an academic

success model based on an interactive-integrative process,
students are trained to use learning strategies that improve
their grades through collaborative learning techniques.

By
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establishing voluntary study groups, the same skills
identified in Heermann's overview are taught as learning
strategies.

In addition to the earlier suggestions, this

program teaches text book reading, study skills, and
reasoning-questioning strategies through an interactiveintegrative model.

The study group leader attends classes,

models many of the necessary skills, and then uses voluntary
study groups to practice the skills and develop content
knowledge for the targeted course.

SI students attend as

many or as few study groups as they wish.

Those who do

attend are participants who help others learn course content
by modeling their own learning strategies.
Studies on high risk students involved in the SI
program (those who enter college in the a-25th percentile
range on university admissions tests) found that as many
students in this population participated in the study groups
as students who were in the top quartile.

The high risk

students showed significant gains in courses compared to
those who did not participate in the voluntary study groups,
and these students also had higher persistence rates (Blanc,
DeBuhr

&

Martin, 1983).

This is unusual because studies

have generally found that students who need academic
assistance are usually the last to seek it (Karabenick &
Knapp, 1980).
to retain.

These students are usually hard to assist and
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The strengths of SI include a proactive approach
beginning with promoting study groups available at
identified times the first week of class, allowing students
to obtain assistance before they are in academic difficulty.
The fact that study groups are linked directly to a specific
course allows reading, learning and study skills instruction
in a content area where there is immediate application.
Students do not see this program as remedial, and better
prepared students are often able to encourage the participation of students who are not able to admit that they need
assistance.

The high degree of interaction and mutual

support leads to the formation of peer study groups and
facilitates the mainstreaming of minority and disadvantaged
students.
Beck (1980) was working with community college students
with academic skills below high school level during the time
SI was developing. She found linking academically under
prepared students to human potential programs where they
received support and training to define life goals and
personal strengths, they had higher grade point averages the
first quarter and persisted in school longer than similar
groups of students who were not in this program.

Again, a

problem area (learning about personal strengths and goal
setting) was linked to a content area so students could
practice using skills and receive social support. These
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,.
studies support Tinto's academic-social integration
model in community college settings.
Additional support of a study group model was found
when Treisman {1988) began to share results of studies he
had done on minority students at the University of
California at Berkeley.

Treisman had studied ways students

learn math, and the way math was taught.

After spending a

year literally living with math students, he found collaborative approaches used by Asian students not only provided
them with study groups to learn math, they also provided the
students with a social network and resource for a variety of
problem solving situations faced on campus.

Asian students

had better academic success and retention than any other
ethnic group on the campus.

Hispanic, Black, and Caucasian

students approached school as a "tough it out on your own"
system.

These students were often isolated, stalled by

academic problems, and they had problems finding resources
that would help them.

These groups of students had

higher drop out rates, a lower GPA, and were generally less
persistent in the University of California at Berkeley.
Changes in the teaching methods used have taken place at
Berkeley.

Combined with the use of study groups, the

retention rates for all students in math have improved.
The problem under prepared students say brings them to
school in the first place is "to improve reading and study
skills."

Teachers can develop meaningful interventions

I
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and provide the academic and social integration needed to
improve school persistance.

Often first term students

approach reading assignments with no idea of why they are
studying, or what they are to learn (Kletzien
1988).

&

Bednar,

This may have worked in high school classes but in

college, students must learn to take control of their own
learning.
begin.

Under prepared students have no idea how to

Study groups are a way to help students become aware

of their own reading, and recognize how others approach
reading content material.

Groups of students can develop

insight and encourage the use of a variety of appropriate
learning strategies.

Especially effective are study

groups with leaders who model behaviors and the learning
process in class and outside of class.

In a cooperative

learning situation, students can also benefit from high
social interaction and more individual involvement.

The

participants gain mutual support and may become emotionally
involved with one another's academic success.

Indirectly

self-esteem begins to emerge as students find themselves to
be capable learners and able to take risks in a small group
setting, integrating academic skills through a social
interaction.
The Planning, Monitoring, And Evaluating (PMAE) program
promoted by Nist and Simpson (1987) addresses cooperative
learning in college reading and study skills classes.
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Although improving academic skills is critical to academic
success, this study used the development of those skills to
provide an increased level of social interaction and individual involvement.

Mutual support of one another through

emotional involvement of the students, encourages the belief
by each individual that he or she is capable.
that have been studied and found important are:

Other issues
sense of

independence, risk taking, and awareness of the social
nature of literacy (Radebaugh

&

Kazemek, 1989).

Radebaugh and Kazmek (1989) emphasize the importance of
cooperative or collaborative learning at the start of each
academic term.

Early study groups demonstrate reading is

both personal and social, and that reading is an active
process using prior knowledge and exploration, play with
words, ideas, re-reading and discussion.

Small group

preparation for tests can be useful when combined with
individual study.
Studies on student persistence in higher education
support the academic and social integration theories
proposed by Tinto (1975).

More recent, longer longitudinal

studies considering multiple institution attendance in
community college settings concur.

To faciltiate student

persistence through an academic program, whether the
students are high risk or academically prepared, schools can
help by making a strong institutional commitment to academic
and social integration opportunities available to students.
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The purpose of this study was to determine whether
students who voluntarily participated in an interactive
study program would have a higher level of persistence in
school over three quarters.

Persistence can be enhanced

when members of a supportive study group recognize how other
persons gain nsight about how to complete assignments
(Kletzien

&

Bednar, 1988).

While a goal of education is to

establish independent learners, the learning/sharing model
also builds self conficence, self esteem, and improved
learning techniques.

Learning to explain ideas in your own

words is important to the learning process.

By explaining

to others their personal understanding of a subject or how
they understood (metacognition), students often find out
more about themselves, their ways of learning, and memory
related skills.
Will a voluntary, interactive-integrative study group
improve retention rates for under prepared students?

The

review of the literature suggests such a program is likely
to be effective.

Similar volunteer study groups have been

effective in other post-secondary education settings.

CHAPTER 3
DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
At best, this study is causual-comparative with some
individuals voluntarily participating in a treatment program
called a "study group."

The study was designed to observe

differences between that group of students and another group
who did not participate in the treatment.

It describes the

differences in persistence that were found between those two
groups at the end of eight months.
Subjects
Based on assessment scores, twenty students were placed
in the Reading 70 classes providing remediation necessary
before entering in college level courses.

On the second day

of class, two students withdrew from school.

The remaining

eighteen students became the cohort to be studied.
group was composed of ten men and eight women.
population was ethnically diverse.

This

The

The age range was 20-44

years with the average being 28.67 years.
Two students were advised to take Reading 90 (high
school level), but elected to participate in the Reading 70
class (below junior high level) linked to an English 70
class.

They enrolled in this later class because their

English composition skills were measured as below junior
high level, and they expressed an interest in classes taught
back to back rather than two separate classes.
25

Two students
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members had attended school previously, and had been tested
back into Reading 70 before enrolling winter quarter, 1991.
Neither of these students had been successful in school as
measured by making academic progress towards a program
major.

One of the students had been out of school for

almost two years due to academic dismissal.

The other

student was on academic probation after two quarters of
below average ("C") work.
Through the advising program, students were placed in
appropriate levels of curriculum based on their reading
level, or in college level classes where participation was
the primary grading factor.

Such classes included physical

education, data processing (keyboarding), or performance
classes like art and drama.
The comparison group consisted of nine persons who did
not choose to participate in the voluntary study groups.
The treatment group consisted of nine persons also and had
the same gender composition and as the comparison group.
There were five men in each group (three minority persons
and one Caucasian).

The four women in the treatment group

included three minority persons and one Caucasian, with the
reverse being true for the comparison group.
The comparison group included the two persons who had
attended the college previously, but had been assessed at
the 70 level in both reading and English prior to enrolling
for winter quarter, 1991.

The treatment group had the two
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persons who were assessed into a 90 level reading class, but
70 level English.

These persons decided to enroll in the

linked English and Reading 70 classes, primarily because of
convenience.
Table 1 (Student Demographics) shows the gender, age,
ethnicity of the cohort and assessment data for placement
into English and reading courses.

28

TABLE 1
STUDENT DEMOGRAPHICS
Comparison

I

Student

IE J EJI

Group

Ethnicity

I

English
Level

Reading
Level

1

Male

22

Asian

70

70

2*

Male

22

Asian

70

70

3

Female

20

Caucasian

70

70

4

Male

44

Caucasian

70

70

5

Male

22

Afro-Amer

70

70

6**

Female

23

Afro-Amer

70

70

7

Female

21

Caucasian

70

70

8

Male

29

Afro-Amer

70

70

9
Female
23 Caucasian
70
70
* s t u dent a ttended 2 quart ers prev i ous to study (5 c red i ts)
**student attended 7 quarters previous to study (58 credits)

Treatment Group
Student

I

IEJ I I
Age

Ethnicity

I

English
Level

Reading
Level

1

Female

27

Caucasian

70

70

2

Male

25

Caucasian

70

70

3

Female

29

Afro-Amer

70

70

4

Female

44

Afro-Amer

70

70

5

Male

30

Afro-Amer

70

70

6

Male

43

Afro-Amer

70

70

7

Male

27

Afro-Amer

70

70

8

Male

31

Caucasian

70

90

9

Female

34

Afro-Amer

70

90
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Instruction
The first day of class consisted of an orientation
presented by the instructors, and an explanation of how the
class would be taught. The study group leader was introduced
and given an opportunity to explain the optional study
group.

Students were advised that study group participation

would be voluntary, and that they could attend any or all of
the study sessions (similar to the SI model developed at the
University of Missouri, Kansas City).
On the second day of class, the independent Reading 70
class was canceled.

All students who wished to take Reading

70 were required to enroll in the linked English 70 class.
This eliminated different teaching styles as a variable
for the reading class because only one reading instructor
presented information.
The Study Group
The purpose of the study group was to provide additional academic skill building opportunities focusing on the
application of study skills to content, as well as facilitate a peer support network in a community college
environment.

In considering the student's previous academic

experiences and the SI model, the study group was promoted
as a place to get questions answered, to practice skills
presented in class, and to improve the opportunity for
success.

All students were told that they would be followed

during the subsequent quarters to check their academic
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success.

If they were doing well in school and were

interested, they would have the option to become paid tutors
or study group leaders.
The class was asked to suggest days and times that
would be best for them to meet if they choose to attend the
study groups. Two days and times were identified during the
first day of class, and two study groups were available that
week.
During the second week of class there was only one
Reading 70 class remaining.
day for the study group.

Students agreed on one time and

Two students were not able to

attend at the time the group met, but neither indicated an
interest in attending.

students could attend any study

session during any week.
At no time during the quarter were the English or
reading instructors told by the study group leader who was
participating in the weekly study sessions.

During class,

comments from the group members indicated they were attending, and they often tried to recruit other students to
attend.
The content for the study group was directly related to
the reading class.

Every effort was made to emphasize the

group as a way to improve skills, not just as a place for
students who were failing.

However, efforts were made by

the instructors to reach students who were not doing well
and to encourage their participation in the study group.
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This was not successful, and follows the pattern seen
frequently in other tutorial programs.

Those who are

failing are frequently the least likely to try and get help
(Karabenick

&

Knapp, 1988).

The study group began the first week of class to
prevent being identified as a "last shot" for a failing
student.

Many of the skills to be emphasized came from

research on study skill programs (Wolfe, 1987; Kletzien &
Bednar, 1988; Ellis, 1985).

The day before each study

group, the agenda was placed on the board in the classroom.
Students were encouraged to suggest areas for study or to
bring questions to the study group.

The time and room were

included in the information on the board to encourage
attendance.
The initial group meeting focused on how to use the
text books for the classes, how to take notes, an orientation on how to use the course outline, and anticipating what
the instructors expected.

In that first session, students

were encouraged to begin anticipating what would be on the
first test.

From that week on students were encouraged to

participate in explaining how and what they were learning to
one another.

They were referred back to their notes to

compare information they had taken down, and to share how
they used what they were learning.

They also encouraged one

another, often commenting on how well a peer explained an
idea or what good notes the student had taken.

The study
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sessions were highly interactive, with the leader being a
facilitator and participant not a teacher.
Voluntary study groups included the study group leader
and one or more students who worked together with the
purpose of improving their understanding of course content,
study skills and the ability to transfer information to
other situations or settings.

The expectation was for at

least two persons to meet with the study group leader at
each study session, but on several occassions only one
student came and this was still considered a study group.
When more than one student attended, the method used to
review and master information was more interactive and
involved all students sharing and exchanging ideas in an
encouraging way.

The students were never presented material

in a lecture format.

This technique provided peer support

in the form of encouraging and helping one another with
class material, and by providing problem solving ideas for
personal questions or situations.

The social interaction

developed strong friendships among several group members.
Procedures
This study was conducted at TCC between January and
September, 1991.

Students, who were entering winter

quarter, 1991, were assessed for skill levels and advised
into appropriate courses for the term.

The classes

identified for the study included two Reading 70 classes
serving students with a skill level of junior high or lower,
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taught by two different teachers.

On the second day of

classes, one Reading 70 class was canceled due to a low
enrollment level, leaving only one reading class for the
study.

The remaining class was linked to an English 70

class in order to improve the carry over of skills between
the English and reading classes, and to facilitate using
methods which support a whole language philosophy.

The two

faculty members met on a regular basis to provide continuity
in their English and reading curriculum, the assignments,
and to work with the students.
A study group option was available for Reading 70 level
students.

The number of students, who were still enrolled

at TCC fall, 1991, were identified as those who had
persisted in college.
The comparison group in this study was composed of
students who did not attend any of the study groups.

The

treatment group consisted of those students who voluntarily
participated in one or more of the weekly supplemental study
groups. The study group leader attended the reading classes
on a regular basis as a class member.

Modeling important

skills was done in class. This procedure provided all the
class members with someone they were familiar with as a
study group leader.
Because students chose whether to attend the study
groups or not, groups were expected to vary in size.

An

increase in participation was expected the week before the
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mid-term examinations and finals.

All students were treated

in accordance with the ethical standards of the American
Psychological Association.

students who requested academic

or personal help in or out of class were given the
assistance needed.
Attendance at the study groups is shown in Table 2
(Study Group Attendance).

Attendance varied, with the study

group leader meeting with one to seven people in each
session.

The average group size during the quarter was

3.1, and the average number of times a participating student
attended a study group was also 3.1.
TABLE 2
STUDY GROUP ATTENDANCE
Treatment Group
Student
1

I I I I I I I IEE[]
Jan
8

Feb

14

22

X

24

5

12

19

X

X

X

X

2

X

X

4

X

5

X

X

X

X

X

4

X

X

X

6

1

X
X

X

7

1

X

3

6

X

X

7

X

X

X

6

X

1

8

X

1

9

X

1

Total
4
1
7
2
3
1
3
4
Range for attendance: 1-7
Average group size: 3.1
Average number of study groups attended: 3.1

3

fI

I

I
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On the 10th day of winter, spring, and fall quarter,
1991, registration records were pulled.

The student's

cumulative grade point (CGPA), credit hours completed, and
registration for the quarter was verified.

The study was to

completed on the 10th day of fall quarter, 1991. Persistence
rates for the comparison and treatment groups was verified,
along with other information about progress in school.
The critical factor being studied was not credits
completed or GPA, but this information was collected because
it is a factor in a student's eligibility to continue
attending.

Because Hodgkinson (1985) suggests that college

drop outs who are not flunk outs (those who voluntarily
leave) have as good a grade average as those who stay, this
information was of interest and checked at the end of the
study.

CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
At the conclusion of the study (the tenth day of
classes fall quarter, 1991), the persistence rate for the
treatment group was higher than the comparison group.

Five

students from the treatment group (those who had participated in the voluntary study group) remained in school while
only one of the comparison group was enrolled fall, 1991
(Table 3).

This confirms the hypothesis for this study and

is consistent with earlier research on persistence.
TABLE 3
FALL QUARTER, 1991
Treatment group

Comparison group

I CGPA

I Enrolled

Student

I CGPA II

Enrolled

2.53

no

1

3.38

no

2.09

no

2

1.10

yes

0.0

no

3

2.08

yes

3.35

no

4

3.57

yes

2.0

no

5

3.0

yes

2.15

no

6

3.45

yes

0.0

no

7

2.58

no

2.62

no

8

3.7

no

yes
9
1. 6
Retention: 1 out of 9

I

no
3.1
.
Retention: 5 out of 9
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In addition to a difference in persistence rates, there
was a difference in the number of cumulative credits
completed, the number of college level credits accumulated,
and in the average GPA as recorded in Table 4 (Summary
Data).

Students who left did not have as high a GPA, but

they had completed more college credits.

'

)
/
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TABLE 4
SUMJVIARY DATA: WINTER TO FALL, 1991
Comparison Group
Student

Cumulative
college
level
credits/GPA

Number
of qtrs.
attended

Total
credits
completed

Cumulative
gr. pt.
average
(CGPA)

1

1

13

2.53

3 I 3.30

2*

4

25

1. 5

5 I

3

1

0

0.0

None

4

2

10

3.35

None

5

2

2

4.0

6**

7

68

2.15

7

1

5

0.0

8

2

13

1. 36

8/ 1.13

9

2

30

1. 46

5 /1. 7

o.o

2 I 4.0
15 I 1.24
None

Treatment Group

cJ
t

Number
of qtrs.
attended

Total
credits
completed

Cumulative
gr. pt.
average
(CGPA)

Cumulative
college
level
credits/GPA

13

3.38

None

1

l

2

2

15

1.10

None

3

2

20

2.08

None

4

2

15

3.57

None

5

2

16

3.0

None

6

3

35

3.45

11 I 2.95

7

2

24

2.25

2 I 3.0

8

2

20

3.85

None

9

2

28

3.33

None
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Comparison Group:
Averages: 2.56 quarters

18.4 total credits
1.87
7.17 college credits 1.95
*attended 2 quarters before Winter, 1991 (previous
**attended 5 quarters before Winter, 1991 (previous

GPA
CGPA
credit)
credit)

Treatment Group:
Averages: 2.11 quarters 20.67 total credits
2.89 GPA
6.5 college credits 2.98 CGPA

Table 5 (Persistence: Winter, 1991) shows changes
beginning by the end of winter, 1991.

All the students in

the treatment group completed the quarter, and one person in
the comparison left school.

A difference shows in the GPA

with the treatment group having better grades and a better
rate of course completion.
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TABLE 5
PERSISTENCE: WINTER QUARTER, 1991
Comparison Group

cJ
t

Credits
attempted/
completed
this quarter

Cumulative
credits
completed

GPA
current
quarter

GPA
all
quarters

1

13

I

13

13

2.53

2.53

2

14

I

14

22

1. 54

2.09

3

10

0

0.0

0.0

4

12

I
I

10

3.35

3.35

5

12

I

2

2.0

2.0

6

10

I

10

2.08

2.15

7

10

I

5

0.0

0.0

8

13

I

13

2.64

2.62

Withdrew
10
2
68
5
13

10 I 10
9
Retention: 8 of 9

10
GPA: 2.47

1.

1. 3
3
Range: 0.0-3.35

Treatment Group
Student

Credits
attempted/
completed
this quarter

1

13

2

Cumulative
credits
completed

GPA
current
quarter

GPA
all
quarters

3.38

13

13

3.38

10

I
I

10

10

1.

3

10

I

10

10

2.5

2.5

4

10

I

10

10

4.0

4.0

5

10

I

10

10

3.5

3.5

6

16

I

13

13

3.7

3.7

7

12

I

12

12

2.58

2.58

8

10

I

10

10

3.7

3.7

9
15 I 15
Retention: 9 of 9

15
GPA: 3.12

65

3.10

1.

65

3.10
Range: 1.65-4.0
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Table 6 (Grades and Recommended Courses) shows the
grades received in the English 70 and Reading 70 classes at
the end of winter, 1991.

Students in the treatment group

were making progress to higher level courses (80 and 90
series) in English and reading at the end of winter.

)

I

.._)
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TABLE 6
WINTER QUARTER, 1991
Grades and Recommended Courses for Spring, 1991
Comparison Group

~

English
recommended

Reading
recommended

Grade in
English 70

Grade in
Reading 70

1

c+

c+

71

88

2

B

c+

81, 85

88

3

w

w

70

70

4

B

A

5

V

V

71

70

6

c-

C

71

90

7

E

V

70

70

8

c-

B+

81, 82

88

9

D+

D+

71

88

t

not

available

Treatment Group

el

Grade in
English 70

Grade in
Reading 70

English
recommended

1

A-

B-

85, 90

90

2

D+

c-

71

88

3

B

C

71

88

4

A

A

85

88

5

B+

A-

81, 85

90

6

A-

A-

80, 90

90

7

c+

B-

71

88

8

A-

A-

71

88

9

B+

A-

71

88

t

Reading
recommended
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Table 7 (Persistence: Spring, 1991) shows after six
months in school, only three of the students in the comparison group remained in school.

Eight remained from the

treatment group.
TABLE 7
PERSISTENCE: SPRING, 1991
Comparison Group

D
t

Credits
attempted/
completed
this quarter

GPA
current
quarter

GPA
all
quarters

1

0

I

0

13

0.0

2.53

2

14

I

6

20

1. 38

1. 5

3

0

I

0

0

o.o

0.0

4

13

I

0

12

0.0

3.35

5

10

I

0

2

0.0

2.0

6

10

I

0

65

0.0

2.15

0

5

0.0

0.0

25

0.0

1. 36

0 I

7
8

I

12

12

9
15 I
15
Retention: 3 of 9

I

Cumulative
credits
completed

Stu-

II

Credits

25
GPA: .98
Treatment Group

II

Cumulative

II

1. 57

1. 46
Range: O. 0-1. 57

GPA

I GPA

1

15

I

0

13

w/drew

3.38

2

10

I

5

15

o.o

1.1

3

15

I

10

20

1. 65

2.08

4

16

I

5

5

2.7

3.57

5

12

I

6

16

2.17

3.0

6

14

I

14

27

3.74

3.72

7

12

I

12

24

1. 93

2.25

8

10

I

10

20

4.0

3.85

9
13 I
13
Retention: 8 of 9

28
GPA: 2.47

3.33
3.58
Range: 0.0-4.0

I
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The outcomes of this study are consistent with earlier
studies showing academic and social integration contributing
to retention in post-secondary settings.

By using a study

group as the place to develop the academic skills needed and
social integration, under prepared students who participate
appeared to have higher GPA's at the end of the first
quarter and to be more likely to persist in school than
students who do not develop an integrative-interactive
support system.

CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
SUMMARY
This study provides support for the idea that a group
of students who are involved in a voluntary study group will
remain in school longer, and continue to make progress
towards entering college level programs.

A larger number of

students from the treatment group (a voluntary study group)
remained in school over the time of the study than students
from the comparison group (those who did not participate in
the voluntary study group).

The students from the study

group seem to have a social support system developed during
the first quarter in school.
What happens after enrollment is as critical as some
pre-college variables that have been identified.
Pascarella, Smart, and Ethington (1986) suggest that
secondary school achievement has positive affect on degree
attainment.

None of the students in this study had

experienced positive secondary school achievement, but those
who participated in the study group appear to have overcome
their past history with an education setting.
This study supports the idea that for men, knowing a
member of the post-secondary community may be important in
retention. The study group leader seemed to meet that
criteria in this setting.
in school are important.

For women, leadership activities
The women from the study group
45
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became the organizers in other classes subsequent quarters,
demonstrating their leadership skills.
At the end of winter quarter, 1991, none of the
persisting students were involved with on campus activities
(clubs, student government).

It is likely, however, that

student persistence can be enhanced through purposeful
practices which encourage both academic and social activity.
This group of students may develop social and leadership
opportunities if they persist in school. Once the students
reach college level skills, it is more likely that they can
look at degree completion as a reasonable, and realistic
option, further enhancing the probablility of remaining in
school.

Academic integration and persistence seem to

compliment, if not facilitate, social involvement.
One concern the data raise, when comparing college
level courses completed by both groups, is whether to make a
judgment on the quality of classes completed.

In the

comparison group, college level credits completed included
many physical education and performance courses.

College

level classes completed by members of the treatment group
were frequently more content based (psychology, English).
The treatment group was likely to attempt fewer classes
per quarter, complete more of them successfully, and make
more consistent progress towards college level curriculum.
Perhaps these students learned to manage their time more
effectively, or were more realistic about the amount of time
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they had for college work. Or, perhaps they benefited from
the support of one another in decision making about the
classes they were planning to take.
For the students in the comparison group who
voluntarily left school, the CGPA range for all quarters was
not as high (2.09-3.35) as those in the study group who did
not return (2.58-3.70).

The number of students in both

groups is too small to make strong conclusions, and the
differences are not very impressive.

In looking at the

present data, however, Hodgkinson's (1985) thesis that
students who leave school but do not flunk out have as high
a GPA as those who stay in school is not supported.
This study, while not conclusive, suggests that an
integrative-interactive study group has been effective with
one group of high risk students in a community college
setting.

The results must be considered cautiously because

of the small size of the group.

It is possible they were

more motivated, more committed students who found a way
to effectively learn content.

They may be willing to take

the risk necessary to attend a study group, and they may be
more goal directed.
DISCUSSION
The outcomes of this study must be interpreted very
cautiously due to the small sample of subjects in both the
comparison and treatment groups. It is possible that those

48

students who elected to attend the voluntary study group may
have been much more motivated, or goal oriented.
Grade point averages
Earlier studies done with the SI model indicate that
students who are participants in SI (also a voluntary study
method), complete the targeted class with a higher GPA than
students who are not involved in the study group (Blanc,
DeBuhr,

&

Martin, 1983).

This outcome was found at TCC for

both the English 70 class and the targeted Reading 70 class
at the end of winter quarter.

The average CPGA was higher

for the treatment group (3.12) than the comparison group
(2.47). At the end of the first quarter, eight out of nine
the students from the treatment group completed all of their
classes.

Four students in the comparison group completed

all their classes.
A question that needs to be addressed is whether the
number of times a student in the treatment group attended
the study sessions affected his or her grade point average
during winter term, 1991.

While there is not adequate data

to actually determine this for sure, it would appear that if
the student attended more than the average number (3.1
sessions) of study sessions, there was a higher level of
accomplishment in the reading class as measured by the
course recommendation for the next quarter.

Only three

students attended the study group more than four times: two
were advised into a Reading 90 (high school level) class and
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two were advised into a Reading 88 (below high school level)
class.

Grades in the Reading 70 class for these students

varied from an A to a B- and it does not appear to be
related to the recommendation made for the next level course
the following quarter.

One student who had come to one

study group received an A- for the reading class and was
advised into a Reading 90 class at the end of the quarter.
Progress into college level classes appeared slower for
students who did not attend at least 3.1 study sessions.
The treatment cohort maintained a higher CPGA for
courses completed.

Whether this was an outcome of

learning better study skills and being able to apply them, a
high level of motivation, or the fact they registered for
fewer college level classes has not been answered.
At the end of the second quarter (spring), the CPGA
average for the comparison group was a .98 and only one
student had completed all her classes with a passing grade.
The treatment group had a CPGA of 2.47.

Four students in

the treatment group had completed all the classes they had
signed up for.
In the fall, the treatment group had five students out
of nine return, and they had a CPGA range of from 1.654.0. This group of students progressed slower than the
comparison group, but they did better academically and
completed a larger percentage of their classes each term.
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Only one student out of the nine in the comparison group was
still in school and that student had a CGPA of 1.6.
Course recommendations/class levels
In general, the level of English and reading course
that was recommended for the second quarter was higher for
the treatment group than the comparison group.

In the

treatment group, all of the students completed the first
quarter, and all were advanced in reading into classes at
the next developmental skill level (80, or junior high level
classes), or advised to skip a level and begin remedial
level work (90, high school level). Only one student in the
comparison group advanced to the Reading 90 level, and three
remained in the same course (Reading 70, below junior high
level).
An interesting observation is that the two students who
began Reading 70 but had assessed initially into a Reading
90 level were both advised at the end of winter quarter to
take Reading 88 during spring quarter rather than the higher
level course.
70 class.

Both students had gotten an A- in the Reading

The grading and the recommending process seem to

leave a great deal of doubt about whether they are, in
fact, at all related to progress in school.
The treatment group appear to have been more cautious
in selecting credit loads and classes.

In the fall the

students from the treatment group enrolled in 5-15 quarter
hours.

Only one student was actually full time in all
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college level courses. Four students are now in high school
level reading and English classes.

While progress seems

slow, students who begin in the 70 level classes (middle to
junior high level) often take three to four quarters to
progress into college classes at the 100 level.

The

students who were studied have done that. The one student
persisting from the comparison group is in the same level
classes.
Study group issues
After the first study group met the first week of
class, students who had participated were enthusiastic about
encouraging other class members to come to the next study
session.

They shared ideas they had learned with each

other, and made a serious effort to begin calling each class
member by their first names.

By the fifth week of class,

this core group began to have study sessions off campus
together in addition to attending the on campus study group.
While those sessions were not as frequent, attendance
records suggest that the students involved may have learned
to value what they could gain from each other academically
and/or personally.
The study group appeared to enhance both social
support and academic skills that contributed to the students
persistence in school.

The students from the study group

developed a network and friendship pattern, meeting after
the end of the quarter to discuss their personal and
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academic plans on a rather informal basis.

In contacts with

them after winter quarter, 1991, the study group leader was
able to learn what was happening in all their lives by
talking with any one of them.
At the end of the first quarter, the members of the
treatment group who were enrolled in the same classes began
to meet in study groups again to work on class assignments.
Those who went into classes with no familiar class members
began to organize students in the new class in order and set
up study groups. This would suggest that the group study
process was not only a good integrative-interactive support
system, it was easy for them to take a risk and replicate
study groups as a learning strategy.

At the beginning of

fall quarter, one member of the original study group had
progressed far enough in school that he had become a paid
tutor in study groups at an adult learning center on campus.
At the beginning of fall quarter, 1991, several of the
students from the treatment group made an effort to locate
the study group leader to find out who was enrolled, and
what classes the others were taking.

The simple knowledge

that their friends had been seen on campus frequently
elicited the comment, "Well, I'll just give them a call
then."
An informal observation in the treatment group was that
all of the students began school under tuition waivers of
one kind or another.

Of those who remain in school, only
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one of them is still on a waiver program and the remaining
four are on Federal Financial Aid programs which require the
student to identify a program or academic goal.

The student

from the comparison group who is continuing to attend is
still on a tuition waiver.

Was this a measure of the

students motivation or the opportunity to share goals and
establish a reason for attending school?

The group is too

small to tell.
Study Group Attendance
The students who attended the study group during the
first week were the ones who formed the nucleus of the
group, and they continued to attend on a more regular basis.
Other study group pariticpants attended one time.
came the week before the mid-term test.

Three

The other two came

to one study session with a specific question, and once it
had been addressed they did not remain to study with the
rest of the group.

Could the instructor have answered their

questions in class, or just after class, it is unlikely that
either of them would ever have come to a study group at all.
Students who attended the study groups were more likely
to ask questions in class, to argue with the instructors
over information or answers, and ask how they "knew that."
They also tended to be facilitators for small group, in
class activities.

These groups were more active, and

considerably louder than other working groups.
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Persistence
The differences in persistence between the two groups
were clear at the end of spring term.

Three students in the

comparison group withdrew from school leaving only one
student in school.

In that same time period (six months)

only one student in the treatment group withdrew from
school.
At the beginning of fall quarter, only one member of
the comparison group registered for classes. Eight students
from this group had left school compared to four students in
the treatment group.
RECOMMENDATIONS
After conducting this investigation, five
recommendations are presented.
1.

They are:

Additional research with a larger number of under
prepared students who have the following options:

2.

a.

An optional study group;

b.

A required study group;

c.

An optional study group with credit value; and,

d.

A required study group with credit value.

Evaluation of the levels of motivation students have
prior to the beginning of a class, and whether it
affects participation in a voluntary study group.

3.

Follow up work through an interview with members of the
treatment group to learn whether the study group has
increased academic integration and subsequent goal
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setting or commitment to degree completion compared to
long term goals for the comparison group.
4.

Pre- and post-test students for study skills, comparing
groups of students who come to study groups and those
do not attend, and the persistence of the students over
a similar time period.

5.

Review research on study groups to find if there is a
relationship between the number of times a student
attends a study group, college success, and
persistence.

)
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